♦ Editorial
The Postdoctoral Fellowship Over many years of involvement in the development of nursing research, I have pondered the failure of many bright, promising nursing scholars to make research a viable part of their life's work. Many of these nurses had great potential and should have made significant contributions to nursing knowledge during their careers. Instead, they became immersed in the teaching and service aspects of the academic role and never developed their research potential. Many failed to become tenured in their college or university and were lost to academia. Others managed to survive in the system, but their research productivity is minimal. Why does this happen?
I have often heard colleagues explain that the teaching loads carried by nurse academicians are inordinately high and, therefore, these faculty members do not have the time to work on research. Others blame the service requirements of a practice discipline. Faculty members are expected to keep up their clinical skills, carry on faculty practice, and provide service to the health care system as well as the university. Another excuse is that nursing schools have excessive numbers of committees compared to other schools in a university and, therefore, nursing faculty members carry heavy committee responsibilities as well. Then there is administration, which is always there to seduce people away from research.
Which of these problems is the culprit? I believe the answer is none of them. A close examination will reveal individuals in every faculty who have succeeded in developing outstanding research in spite of all of these theoretical obstacles. Why is this? Why do a few succeed whereas the majority fail? I believe the answer lies with the type of research training we have provided in our research training programs in the past. We have counted too heavily on the doctoral program itself, believing that it would prepare scholars who are ready to launch CLINICAL NURSING RESEARCH, Vol. 11 No. 2, May 2002 123-125 © 2002 Sage Publications research programs. In reality, the doctoral program merely provides the foundation for the rest of the training. I believe the key to success lies with the postdoctoral fellowship. Although some individuals can succeed without this additional preparation, most people need it to be successful. The concept of the postdoctoral fellowship has been successful in other disciplines, but we have been slow to adopt this practice in nursing.
In the past, there were few role models for success in nursing research and few active research programs where beginning researchers could be immersed in a research-intensive environment while they developed their own programs. Individuals were on their own to succeed or fail in research. Nursing is now at a point where successful research programs are operating in most schools and the opportunities for postdoctoral training are there. A postdoctoral training experience after the PhD provides a period of time (usually 1 to 3 years) of immersion in research under the supervision of a mentor who is a successful researcher. It provides three key elements: time, mentorship, and support.
The time element is self-explanatory. Teaching and other commitments are postponed for a set period of time while research is the central issue. For a new academic, teaching is especially difficult to handle because it brings urgent deadlines that cannot be ignored. There are classes to prepare, papers to grade, exams to develop. Clinical teaching takes hours of time away from research every week. It is very difficult for new academics to relegate teaching to a back seat at the best of times. This time is a necessary part of research development.
The mentorship that comes with a postdoctoral fellowship is another critical element. A good mentor combines role modeling and counseling to assist the new academic to make the best use of the opportunities that are ever present. The postdoctoral fellow sees how a research program works, gets involved in every aspect of the mentor's research, and enriches his or her own knowledge base about research far beyond the level of a new PhD graduate.
In the best of all worlds, the postdoctoral fellowship is carried out in an environment where research is primary. The best environments are those where a research team works together to accomplish many common goals and the postdoctoral fellow becomes a member of the team. The support system in such an environment often includes experts in every aspect of research, from proposal development to data analysis and article writing. The mystique that otherwise surrounds all these activities in the mind of a novice is stripped away, and they all become familiar activities. This type of learning is invaluable. Successful postdoctoral fellows will emerge from the experience with publications, grant funds, and research plans to carry them over several years. They will also have a network of colleagues to provide ongoing support and cooperation.
The new graduate of a PhD program is not unlike the new graduate of a basic nursing program. Both are seldom ready to assume their full responsibilities without additional on-the-job training. The postdoctoral fellowship provides this additional training, specifically for the development of research proficiency. With it, we are likely to maximize the productivity of our new scholars. They can be saved from years of fruitless struggle. We need to create many more opportunities for successful postdoctoral fellowships and to foster the expectation that this step is a normal part of the career path of an academic. When this is accomplished, we will see the knowledge base for practice expand more rapidly than we can imagine.
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